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Webster at this time was a man of forty; good-looking, 
tall, broad-shouldered, of great physical strength and 
endurance, skilled in all athletic sports, a good shot, strong-
willed, and absolutely fearless. His face indicated a character 
of firmness and amiability, of innate force and gentle feeling, 
of frankness and resolution; a thoughtful, self-contained man 
of an appearance at once to attract attention. Such was 
Timothy Webster as Allan Pinkerton describes him. 

As a boy of twelve he had emigrated with his parents 
from Sussex County, England, to Princeton, New Jersey; at 
thirty-two, some latent craving for excitement drew him from 
his trade of machinist to become a policeman at the World’s 
Crystal Palace Exposition in New York City; there he was 
introduced to Allan Pinkerton, and with him went to Chicago. 
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Timothy Webster 

Pinkerton’s shrewd estimate of Webster’s probable 
ability as a detective was more than correct; with experience 
he developed into a star agent of the force, so that when the 
call came from S. M. Felton, president of the Philadelphia, 
Wilmington, and Baltimore Railroad, asking protection for his 
railroad property, Webster was detailed to Perrymansville, 
which was believed by Allan Pinkerton to be one of the chief 
danger-points. 

In 1861 President Felton’s road was the only direct line 
connecting New York City and the New England States with 
Washington; that this railroad, should be kept unbroken at this 
critical time was of the utmost importance. It was readily 
discovered that a plot existed among the Maryland 
secessionists to cut the line by burning the bridges; but the 
first hint of the real purpose of the conspirators came to 
Pinkerton in a letter from the master machinist of the railroad, 
Mr. William Stearns; he wrote: 

I am informed that a son of a distinguished citizen of Maryland 
said that he had taken an oath with others to assassinate Mr. Lincoln 
before he gets to Washington. 

This letter was received on February 10th—the day 
before Mr. Lincoln left his home in Springfield, Illinois, and 
started on his eastern tour en route for Washington. 

Pinkerton sent for more of his men, and redoubled his 
efforts to learn something tangible of this or any other plot. 
Time passed rapidly. Such a conspiracy, well organized, did 
exist—he learned enough in Baltimore to convince him of 
that; also—through Stearns—that a branch of the organization 
was at Perrymansville in the guise of a cavalry company. 
Webster, who had been withdrawn from there, was hurried 
back, and within twenty-four hours had been enrolled as a 
member of the company. 

Then, handicapped by the shortness of time, he made a 
supreme effort to gain the confidence of the inner circle of 
conspirators, who alone were in the principal plot. Few men 
could have succeeded as Webster did, few have such a 
personality as his. By nature he was of a quiet, reserved 
disposition, seldom speaking unless spoken to, and never 
betraying emotion or excitement under any pressure of 
circumstances; but, with the need, his reserve would vanish, 
and he would become a genial, jovial, convivial soul, with a 
wonderful faculty for making every one admire and like him. 
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In a few cunningly worded sentences he would rouse the 
blood of his hearers until it fairly boiled with indignation 
against the Yankees and Abe Lincoln. 

“Webster’s talent for sustaining a rôle of this kind 
amounted to positive genius; in a lifetime of detective 
experience I have never met one who could more readily adapt 
himself to circumstances,” Allan Pinkerton has written. 

It was with such a weapon that Webster was making his 
great fight. 

The tour of the President-elect was rapidly drawing to its 
end. Webster, consummate actor, was making haste slowly; 
grave, fiery, serious, boisterous—each at the golden time, he 
played with a masterful hand upon the excited, high-strung 
conspirators. From the first his efforts had been covertly 
directed against the cavalry company’s officers: they were in 
the secret, or no one was. At last, one morning after drill, the 
captain with much secrecy asked him to call that night at his 
house, “and say nothing about it.” How the time must have 
dragged till the appointed hour! But with the first step he made 
into a room whose windows were hung with heavy quilts and 
blankets he knew that success had come at last. Webster was 
introduced to three strangers in the group, members of the 
league from Baltimore; then took his place at the table with 
the rest and listened—joining in now and then with a word or 
two—as they discussed the plans for the assassination of 
Abraham Lincoln at the Calvert Street Depot in Baltimore, on 
February 23d. The plans were fully matured except for the 
selection of the person to fire the shot. 

The story of how Allan Pinkerton placed his proofs of 
the conspiracy before Lincoln in the Continental Hotel in 
Philadelphia, on the night of February 21st; of the spiriting of 
Mr. Lincoln out of Harrisburg next evening back to 
Philadelphia in a private train—while Harrisburg, with 
telegraph-wires secretly grounded, lay cut off from all 
communication with the outside world; of the passage through 
Baltimore in the dead of night; and of the safe arrival of the 
President-elect, accompanied by Allan Pinkerton and Colonel 
Lamon, in Washington at six o’clock in the morning of the 
day he was expected in Baltimore, has been told again and 
again; but Timothy Webster’s part is known to but few. 

Just two months later Webster was back in Maryland; 
Sumter had been fired upon; the Sixth Massachusetts 
Regiment had been attacked in the streets of Baltimore; the 
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war had begun. On April 21st several prominent men of 
Chicago intrusted the Pinkerton Agency with the delivery of 
some important communications to President Lincoln, and 
Pinkerton selected Timothy as his messenger. The papers were 
sewed into his coat collar and his vest lining, and he set out. 

Washington was to all intents a beleaguered city; every 
railroad bridge about Baltimore had been burned by the order 
of the Baltimore authorities; tracks were torn up, telegraph 
wires cut, and the Potomac blockaded; even the wagon roads 
were picketed; the country-side swarmed with spies and 
zealots of the Southern cause; practically all communication 
with the North was destroyed, and no one might pass in the 
direction of Washington or Baltimore without a rigid 
examination. 

At the Susquehanna the train could go no farther, and 
Webster, with the few passengers, was rowed across the river 
to Havre de Grace; from thence each man had to shift for 
himself. For fifty dollars the driver of a covered road-wagon 
agreed to take Webster and an Englishman, who said he was 
bearer of despatches to the British consul, as passengers to 
Baltimore. At Perrymansville they were halted by a 
cavalryman in the uniform of Webster’s old company, but a 
stranger to him; before they could be questioned or searched a 
second cavalryman rode up, and to Webster’s great relief 
recognized him, and hailed him genially, and, what was better, 
unhesitatingly gave a pass to Baltimore. So impressed was the 
Englishman that as they journeyed along he grew more and 
more friendly, until, at length, led on by Webster, he confided 
that he too was engaged in the cause of the South, and bore 
with him important papers to Southern sympathizers living in 
Washington. 

Baltimore—and the two were boon companions; they 
spent the night there, and Webster, meeting many of the 
acquaintances of two months previous, had no difficulty, with 
their ready help, in procuring another wagon to carry them on 
to Washington. All morning they drove, and still the spy could 
find no opportunity to betray his companion. But as they ate 
their dinner at the Twelve-Mile House, with the end of their 
journey almost in sight, the chance came. Across the long 
table from them sat a man whom Webster recognized and 
whom he knew to be a Union man; fortunately the recognition 
was not mutual. The meal ended; the unsuspecting 
Englishman was got out of the way, and then Webster 
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hurriedly told this acquaintance who he was and what he 
wished done. The man galloped away toward the city. 
Presently decoy and decoyed leisurely drove on again—
toward a trap; at the outskirts of Washington they were halted. 

“No one is permitted to enter the city without being 
examined,” politely explained the lieutenant of the guard. The 
Englishman saw the indignant Webster locked into a cell; 
then, in spite of his protests, he too was led away and locked 
up. In a few minutes Webster was released, and he hurried into 
the city, direct to the White House. President Lincoln with 
amused interest watched him take off his coat and vest, rip 
them open, and remove the letters. When, at the President’s 
request, Webster returned the following morning, he received 
the thanks of the President, not alone for the letters he had 
brought, but for the arrest of the Englishman, whose 
despatches, President Lincoln said, were of the greatest 
importance, and revealed menacing disaffection in 
Washington itself. He then gave Webster several messages, 
and asked that they be telegraphed as soon as he should reach 
an office from which they could be sent in safety. One of these 
telegrams was to George B. McClellan, president of the 
Eastern Division of the Ohio and Mississippi Railroad, who 
had just been appointed major-general of volunteers in Ohio; 
the other message was a request that Allan Pinkerton come to 
Washington to confer with the President and the Secretary of 
War on the question of organizing a military Secret Service. 

Fate from the very first seems to have marked this man, 
Timothy Webster, for a great war spy. At every turn his 
destiny flung down before him some new strand, which he 
unhesitatingly picked up and twisted into the rope of 
circumstance which one day was to hang him; the temporary 
laying aside of his trade to become a special policeman during 
the gaiety of the Exposition; the chance introduction there to 
Allan Pinkerton, the master who was to train him in his craft; 
the simple assignment to guard railroad property, by which he 
had been swiftly shifted into the heart of a great conspiracy 
and to the position of an all but military spy; then, while still 
in private employ—a mere carrier of letters—he had been 
forced by chance, in the case of the Englishman, again to turn 
informer and spy for his government; and now, by the order of 
the President of the United States, he bore the very telegram 
which was to result in the establishment of that service in 
which he was to perish. 
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Allan Pinkerton, under the nom, de guerre “Major E. J. 
Allen,” organized and commanded the first military Secret 
Service of the Federal army. Timothy Webster, without 
question, followed his chief and former employer into the new 
field; within a few days he had begun one of the most 
remarkable careers of which there is record in that remarkable 
service. Almost from the first he occupied that most dangerous 
position known in warfare, the double spy, the man who 
serves two masters, who carries water on both shoulders. He 
served the South with the knowledge of the North; he gave 
that he might in greater measure take; he betrayed, with 
permission, the Federal government in little things, in order 
that his opportunities in the Confederacy might be for a more 
complete betrayal. He was all things to all Southern men—an 
actor of a thousand rôles; unerringly he read character almost 
at a glance, shrewdly chose his rôle—his bait—as an angler 
selects his fly from the many in his fly-book, and cunningly 
made his cast of that personality which bid fair to entice his 
quarry into trustfulness; wherever he would he hooked his 
man. 

In Alabama they would have made him colonel of a 
regiment; in Baltimore he was a member of the “Knights of 
Liberty”; Kentucky, Tennessee, Alabama, Mississippi, 
Virginia, Maryland—he was known to the foremost citizens of 
the principal cities, and to the commanding officers of camps 
and fortifications and armies, as an ardent Confederate who 
was doing important work for the Cause; until at last, as his 
position strengthened and as those persons who vouched for 
him were men of greater influence, he became a trusted 
emissary of the Confederate War Department in Richmond. 
There was no more dangerous Union spy within the 
Confederacy. 

His connection with the Lincoln assassination 
conspirators was the chief, almost the sole, means of 
accomplishing this result. 

For the most part the members of the plot were men of 
position and of wide acquaintance throughout the South; and 
Webster, who was believed to have fled to avoid arrest, as had 
many of the others, now went to those of his fellow-
conspirators who had returned to Perrymansville and 
Baltimore. He did not ask for their help— instead: 
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“I am going to attempt to get south,” said he; “perhaps I 
can do you some favor there—at least carry letters to where 
they may be safely posted; perhaps bring others back to you.” 

And they gladly gave him letters to be posted, or to be 
delivered in person in those cities to which he was going—
letters that in effect said, “Open sesame; this, our friend, is 
already proved.” And the Confederates of Memphis and 
Bowling Green and Louisville, Mobile and Nashville, and 
later of Richmond itself, welcomed him, and he charmed them 
until he was introduced among their friends and loaded down 
with letters to be delivered when he should go north again. He 
was working within a circle, operating an endless chain; it 
seems very simple—credentials for any time or place! But all 
these letters, whether going south or coming north, stopped in 
transit at the headquarters of Allan Pinkerton, and were read, 
and their contents copied, before being resealed and allowed 
to continue on their journey. There was no limit to his capacity 
for gaining information for the Union. Yet each trip that he 
made was like a cumulative poison —only a question of 
repetition to result in certain death. 

Timothy Webster served the Union for just twelve 
months; and the record of each month would in itself furnish 
ample material for an entire story. 

In a Pennsylvania city—Pittsburgh—he was mistaken for 
a Confederate spy and nearly lynched by a hot-headed mob, 
from which he was saved only by the opportune arrival of 
Allan Pinkerton. Together, backed against the wall, with 
drawn revolvers, they held off the mob, until the chief of 
police rescued and identified them. 

In Tennessee, on his very first trip into the Confederacy, 
he incurred the suspicion of a member of a committee of 
safety—of which each community was well supplied to 
investigate and question strangers. He was “shadowed” from 
city to city; all his skill could not enable him to shake off this 
man, a morose, sinister-looking fellow remarkably like a stage 
villain, but of a cunning equal to Webster’s own. 

The acquaintances which Webster formed, both civil and 
military, by aid of his letters of introduction, seemed only to 
augment the stranger’s suspicion; it was one of those strange 
cases of intuition, of instinctive reading of character; Webster 
could not but admire, professionally, the man’s ability, 
dangerous as he had become. 
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As long as Timothy continued to work his way south the 
man seemed content only to follow, but at last the time came 
for him to return to the North with all the information which 
he had set out to gain. He took a train for Chattanooga, though 
he did not wish to go there; he dared not start north until the 
man had been disposed of. It almost seemed as though his 
mind had been read; the man—he had entered the same car 
with Webster—was now for the first time in company with 
another. The train had gone but a few miles when a lady came 
and sat down beside Webster. Presently, without looking at 
him, she whispered: “I am no enemy to a Union man. I have 
overheard two men say that if you try to go north they will 
‘get’ you; they believe you are a Yankee spy.” He whispered 
his thanks, but she did not speak to him again. At a way-
station he got off and walked up and down beside the train. 
The two men also got off, and he felt them stealthily watching. 

“Conductor,” he said, in a loud voice, “tell me a good 
hotel in Humboldt; I must stop there several days.” 

The train reached Humboldt in a deluge of rain. Webster 
and those passengers alighting there scurried for the shelter of 
the station; almost at the door there stood a heap of baggage, 
and Webster darted behind it; he saw his men—blinded by the 
dashing rain, and certain that he was ahead of them—run 
across the street and into the hotel. He had intended to take his 
old train the moment it should start; but when it was about to 
pull out, a north-bound train arrived, and when it left 
Humboldt for the north Timothy Webster was on board. He 
never saw the two men again. 

Back in Baltimore once more, Webster, his position 
greatly strengthened by the results of his southern trip, 
assumed the part of a gentleman of wealth and leisure; he 
lived in the best suite of rooms at the best hotel, and drove a 
fine span of horses. There was a special purpose for assuming 
such a rôle. 

Baltimore, though under martial law, and with several of 
her leading citizens confined in Fort McHenry—because of 
their too openly expressed Southern sentiments—was still 
dangerously active in secret aid to the Confederacy. Webster, 
as in the case of the Lincoln conspiracy, was expected to reach 
the leaders of whatever organizations might be there. He gave 
blockade-running as his ostensible business, and was thus 
enabled, while making Baltimore his headquarters, to travel 
about through lower Maryland, where he added many useful 
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dupes to his staff of Confederate assistants, and gained much 
information for Pinkerton in Washington. Dangerous though it 
was, necessity compelled him to report frequently to Pinkerton 
and receive his instructions. At last there occurred the very 
thing that was most to be feared: he was observed going 
stealthily into the Secret Service headquarters; and next day, 
in Baltimore, as he stood in the center of a group of friends 
gathered about the bar, the door opened, and there entered a 
man known to all present as a brawler, a “rough”—Zigler by 
name—one of the leaders in the attack on the Massachusetts 
troops. 

“Ha! Webster!” he cried. “I have been looking for you!” 
Then, turning to the group: “This man has fooled us in 
Baltimore long enough. He is a spy.” There was a moment of 
absolute stillness, then half a dozen voices cried: “He’s drunk! 
Put him out! We know Webster!” 

“Ask him where he was last night,” Zigler sneered, and 
there was silence again—a silence of involuntary suspicion. 

“In Washington,” Webster said, calmly. “These 
gentlemen all knew I had been there.” 

“I saw him”—Zigler pointed his finger dramatically— 
“go into the office of the chief of the Yankee detective force!” 

Webster stared at him coldly. “You lie!” he said. 
And then there occurred the most fortunate thing that 

could have happened; Zigler sprang furiously at Webster, who 
struck him a swift, clean-cut blow in the face which sent him 
rolling on the floor, and, as he leaped up with a knife in his 
hand, Webster drew a revolver and stopped the man before he 
could take a step. 

“Go!” he said, in a tense, even voice; “go, or I will surely 
kill you!” Without a word Zigler turned and left the room. A 
dozen hands clapped Webster on the shoulder, his trusting 
friends cheered him enthusiastically. 

“Gentlemen,” he said, sorrowfully, “I cannot imagine 
what I have done to that man that he should try to injure me 
so.” 

But so far from injury, the affair greatly increased the 
respect and admiration in which he was held. In a short time 
he was invited to join the “Knights of Liberty.” 

This organization, together with the mummeries of a 
secret society, combined a deadly intent against the Union and 
some very effective work for the Confederacy. Webster was 
initiated with much ceremony. 
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Before the meeting was over he was astounded to learn 
the extent to which this organization had been advanced; the 
room in which he sat was the wooden horse within the walls 
of Troy; the men about him, the dragons’ teeth sowed in 
Northern soil. The “Knights of Liberty” were in direct 
communication with the Confederate authorities in Richmond; 
branch organizations of more or less strength were scattered 
throughout Maryland; in Baltimore were hidden six thousand 
stands of arms, which, at the signal, would be put in the hands 
of ten thousand men of Maryland, who would sweep down on 
Washington from the north as the Confederate army advanced 
upon it from the south; all that was needed was the landing of 
a Southern army on the Maryland shore. Such were the 
statements of the Knights, and such their plans. Webster 
attended the meetings for several weeks, and became known 
as an impassioned speaker who was eagerly listened to. He 
was able to work several of the Secret Service agents into the 
league by directing them to make the acquaintance of several 
of the members whom Webster had marked as being less 
shrewd than the others and more liable to vouch for new-
comers; when his men had so established themselves in the 
society as to be accepted, in their regular turn, as doorkeepers 
of the outer door, Webster’s plans were complete. On the 
night when these men were standing guard, Webster made an 
address; the room was crowded; the speech grew more and 
more flamboyant, until the peroration ended with the shouted 
words “—the smoking ruins of the city of Washington!” It 
was the cue; the room was instantly filled with Federal 
soldiers. There was no resistance—only a tumult of cries and a 
scurrying about in the trap. The “Knights of Liberty” as an 
organization was destroyed. 

The months passed swiftly; the summer was gone and 
the autumn was midway to its close before Timothy Webster 
entered Richmond for the first time; he had left Baltimore for 
Richmond almost immediately after the betrayal of the 
“Knights of Liberty”; his friends—those who had not been 
imprisoned—in the belief that he was fleeing to escape 
Federal arrest, aided him to the utmost of their ability. When 
he ran the blockade of Union gunboats and patrols in the 
Potomac, he carried a heavy mail with him into Virginia—
mail from which the fangs had been extracted in the office of 
the chief of the Secret Service. The results of this trip are 
embodied in a statement by Allan Pinkerton: 
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This first visit of Timothy Webster to Richmond was highly 
successful. Not only had he made many friends in that city, who 
would be of service to him on subsequent trips, but the information 
he derived was exceedingly valuable. He was able to report very 
correctly the number and strength around the rebel capital, to 
estimate the number of troops and their sources of supplies, and also 
the forts between that city and Manassas Junction, and his notes of 
the topography of the country were of the greatest value. 

Four times he made the trip from Baltimore to 
Richmond. He never made use of the Federal aid which was at 
his command, but he risked death from Union guns as surely 
as did any Confederate blockade-runner. In Baltimore he was 
looked upon as a hero; in Richmond, as a valued employee of 
the Confederate War Department; for, after his second trip 
there, he was employed by Judah P. Benjamin, Secretary of 
War, to carry despatches and the “underground mail,” and to 
obtain information in Washington and Baltimore; on one 
occasion he received the personal thanks of the “great 
Secretary of the Confederacy.” The passes furnished to 
Webster by the Confederate War Department enabled him to 
go wherever he wished, and he made a long journey into 
Kentucky and Tennessee. There seemed to be no limit to his 
audacity, no measure to his success. 

Once only—until at the very last—was he in imminent 
danger of arrest. In the fortifications of Richmond he met 
Zigler face to face—Zigler, whom he had struck and to whom 
he had given the lie and discredited in Baltimore; now, the spy 
met him, a Confederate lieutenant at his post. Both men stood 
looking at each other, their hands on their revolvers. 

“What are you doing here, Webster?” Zigler slowly 
asked. 

“I am here to deliver a letter from his father to your 
friend John Bowen; as you probably know, he is ill of fever at 
Manassas,” Webster said, pleasantly. 

“Let me see the letter.” 
As he returned the letter, Zigler held out his hand. 
“Webster,” he said, “I once thought you were a spy: I 

was wrong.” 
Webster heartily grasped his hand; he used Zigler as he 

would use an information bureau, and laughed as he went 
away. 

It was the same wherever he went, whatever he did— all 
things worked for his advantage; unsought information, 
invaluable to the Union, came to him at least-expected 
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moments; he had only to stretch out his hand to take it. A 
surgeon deserting from the Union army became his 
companion in an effort to cross into Virginia. The landlord of 
the hotel at Leonardtown, Maryland, to whom Webster was 
well known, urged him to help the surgeon in every way, 
for—”He is carrying letters to our War Department!” The 
letters never got any nearer to Richmond; in fact, next day 
they went the other direction—to Washington. In 
Leonardtown there was stationed another member of the 
Secret Service, John Scobel—a negro. That evening as 
Webster chatted with the landlord—establishing a solid 
alibi—the doctor, strolling about in the dusk, was seized from 
behind and robbed; he staggered back to the hotel in terrible 
distress and excitement. 

“But,” said Webster, soothingly, “you can doubtless give 
a verbal summary of what was in your papers?” 

“They were sealed,” the surgeon groaned. “I know no 
more of the contents than you do.” Thus, Secretary Benjamin 
forever missed some information which would have been 
extremely useful had it reached him. The surgeon and 
Webster, who still proffered consolation, proceeded arm in 
arm to Richmond. 

In finding a trusty messenger to carry the stolen letters to 
Washington, Webster met with one of the strangest 
experiences of his career. At midnight he had slipped away 
from the hotel and had joined his negro spy, Scobel, who 
could not be spared from his own work in Leonardtown to 
deliver the papers. Together they passed out of the sleeping 
town and into the dark fields; at a ruinous house, with boarded 
windows and sagging roof, they stopped and knocked softly; 
Scobel’s whispered password admitted them, and they entered. 
The staircase was gone, but a rope ladder was let down to 
them; the room to which they climbed covered the entire 
second story; the only light came from a lantern which stood 
on a barrel draped with an American flag. They carefully 
picked a way between huddled figures,—negroes. 

Webster could see those seated close about the lantern—
the rest merged into the gloomy shadows until only a rolling 
eyeball or a slight movement showed that the room was filled 
with men, silent, watchful men, seated row after row upon the 
floor. It was a meeting of one of the branches of the “Loyal 
League”—the secret organization of slaves banded together 
against the Confederacy. Reports were made by those who had 
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had commissions assigned them or who had visited other 
lodges of the League; then Webster was called on for an 
address. Here at last he might be eloquent for, instead of 
against, the Flag, and his low-spoken, burning words roused 
the emotional negroes to an intense pitch of excitement; they 
gathered about him, each trying to catch his hand—some 
weeping, some calling on God to bless the work of this man 
who fought for them and for the Union. For two hours the 
meeting continued, then broke up in order that those who had 
come from miles away might steal back to their quarters 
before dawn. The president of the League took the stolen 
papers and carried them safely to Washington. 

So perilous was Webster’s position, even from the very 
beginning of his work, that, for his greater safety, he was 
known to but few of his fellow-operatives. Thus it happened 
that in Baltimore, after his return from his first Richmond trip, 
he was arrested as a spy—as a Confederate spy—by a Federal 
agent; Webster was in a cell for a day and a night before he 
could get word to Pinkerton to order his release; when the 
order came it was not for a release, but for an escape. To avoid 
suspicion Webster was permitted to make a sensational break 
from the wagon in which he was being driven ostensibly to 
Fort McHenry; there was a mock pursuit, and at midnight he 
crept to the home of one of his Confederate friends and 
begged shelter from the Yankees. To his friends he was as one 
returned from the dead; they feasted and fêted him in secret, 
and kept him hidden until he could make his “escape” to 
Richmond. 

The accounts of his capture and escape as printed in the 
Baltimore American and the Gazette of November 22, 1861, 
must have given Timothy huge amusement. 

Christmas morning Webster left Washington for his third 
journey to Richmond. He had climbed the hill of Success, had 
passed, unwitting, over the crest, and now commenced the 
journey down the side upon which rested the shadow. 

At Leonardtown, Maryland, his old starting-point, he 
was met by bad news; his usual route across the Potomac had 
been discovered by the Federals, and was watched. But his 
stanch friend, landlord Moore, assured him that all was not yet 
lost—a new route had been developed; only in return for its 
being shown him he must escort to Richmond the families of 
two Confederate officers, that had been intrusted to the care of 
the worthy landlord of Leonardtown. 
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That night, after a hard ride, the little party—Webster, 
two ladies, three young children, and the boatman—put out 
from the swamps and thickets of Cobb Neck in an open boat 
in the attempt to cross the Potomac. The clear, frosty weather 
had come to an end; all afternoon the clouds had been banking 
over Virginia, and a gusty wind had moaned in the pines and 
scrub-oak thickets; the wind had risen with the coming of 
night, and now, as the little craft caught its full force, it rolled 
and pitched wildly. The women, mute with terror, clung to the 
wailing children and cowered in the bottom of the boat. 
Midway across, the boatman shouted that the storm was 
coming. Webster flung a tarpaulin over the women and 
children, and then gave aid to the managing of the sail; the 
rain and sleet cut and blinded like salt; the wind veered and 
rushed the boat to the land. All but helpless in such a wind, 
and bewildered by the lashing rain, the boatman lost his 
bearings and drove full upon a sand-bar within a hundred feet 
of shore. The boatman had all he could do to save his little 
craft from being swamped with all on board, and Webster 
caught two of the children in his arms, leaped overboard, and 
struggled ashore with them; the water was only waist-deep, 
but it was icy cold. Four times he made the trip from boat to 
shore; then, chilled through, and shivering so that he scarce 
could walk, he led his wretched party toward a distant light. 
For more than a mile they toiled through the underbrush and 
over the rough, soggy ground, and at last, utterly-exhausted, 
reached an old negro’s two-room cabin. They passed a 
miserable night—the women and children in the only bed; 
Webster, wrapped in a tattered blanket, on the floor before the 
fire. Half unconscious of what he did, he picked up a small 
packet wrapped in oiled silk; it had evidently been dropped by 
one of the ladies when she removed part of her wet clothing; 
he noted dully that it was addressed to Secretary Benjamin, 
and he thrust the packet into a slit in his coat lining. 

At Fredericksburg, which they reached next day by 
steamer, Webster could go no farther; he was seized with 
inflammatory rheumatism, and was ill for days; the women 
heartlessly left him behind—the women whose lives he had 
saved, virtually at the cost of his own. It seems no more than 
just that he should have found their packet of papers—it was 
little enough reward, though it gave him the opportunity to 
strike a stout blow for the Union; for the packet contained 
complete “maps of the country surrounding Washington, an 
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accurate statement of the number and location of the Federal 
troops, and the probable plans of the spring campaign—
indubitable evidence that some Federal officer had gone 
wrong. When Allan Pinkerton received the papers, he was 
able, by identifying the writing, to arrest the author —a clerk 
in the office of the Provost-Marshal of Washington—who 
narrowly escaped being hanged. 

Webster at last proceeded to Richmond, and, though still 
suffering from rheumatism, indomitably continued from there 
his journey south. 

By the middle of January he was back in Washington 
with a large mail, which included letters and dispatches from 
Secretary Benjamin, General Winder, and others high in the 
Confederacy; also he brought reports of conditions, and 
military information, from as far south as Nashville. 

He was still physically unfit for duty, but at once 
prepared to return to Richmond on what was to be his last 
journey. This time he did not go alone; he had need of Hattie 
Lewis, a young woman member of the Secret Service; she had 
already been in Richmond several times, and had been of help 
to Timothy on one of his previous visits. Webster, when he 
asked that Hattie Lewis might accompany him, received his 
chief’s ready assent, and he and the girl crossed the Potomac 
together—that much “Major Allen” was able to trace weeks 
later; for, from the time they crossed the river, Timothy 
Webster and Hattie Lewis had disappeared completely. 

The days passed into weeks, and still no tidings. 
My anxiety [Mr. Pinkerton writes] was equally shared by 

General McClellan, with whom Webster was a great favorite, and 
who placed the utmost reliance on his reports. One evening, early in 
February, the General called on me, and advised the sending of one 
messenger, or two, for the sole purpose of hunting up Webster, or 
finding some trace of him. 

Pryce Lewis and John Scully, old members of the 
Chicago force, were chosen; they knew Webster well, and 
they were experienced spies, men who had already proved 
their worth in the service. Yet in this case a worse choice 
could not have been made; for these men had been used in the 
early days of the war to search the houses of families 
suspected of disloyalty to the government; several of these 
families had been required by the authorities to leave 
Washington, and had been transported South; this was the 
flaw in the armor of Scully and Lewis. Their particular danger 
was appreciated by their chief, who questioned deserters, 
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prisoners, and contrabands from Richmond regarding these 
expelled families; he learned that the Morton family of Florida 
had returned to that State, and the Phillipses had left 
Richmond for South Carolina. This cleared the way for Lewis 
and Scully; they safely crossed into Virginia; then they, too, 
disappeared. It was two months after Webster had left 
Washington before Allan Pinkerton heard of any of his agents 
again. 

Lewis and Scully had little difficulty in reaching 
Richmond, and still less in finding Webster’s whereabouts. 
Elated by the ease with which they had found him, the two, 
without waiting to communicate secretly with Webster, 
hurried to the Monumental Hotel, and were shown to his 
room. They found him in bed, the mere shadow of his former 
self, weak and emaciated, and still suffering intensely from 
rheumatism—still making payment for his rescue of helpless 
women and children. Let it be remembered that the presence 
of Scully and Lewis in Richmond had been brought about 
thereby. 

Hattie Lewis, who posed as Webster’s sister, and who 
had nursed him during his entire illness, sat sewing by the 
window, and at his bedside was one of his stanch Richmond 
friends, come to cheer the invalid. The two Secret Service 
men, in the presence of the unsuspecting Confederate, were 
greeted formally—as mere acquaintances; they gave Webster 
a letter written by Allan Pinkerton—a letter purporting to 
come from one of Webster’s Baltimore friends, warning him 
to return by another route, as the Yankees were watching his 
old one to capture him. Webster read the letter and passed it to 
his friend Pierce. “I’m being well taken care of, you see,” he 
said, lightly. But he was secretly dismayed at the coming of 
his fellow-spies, and they, intuitively feeling that they had in 
some way run counter to his plans, were ill at ease and 
constrained in manner; the call was short and cold, and they 
made the additional mistake of leaving before Pierce did, thus 
giving Webster no chance to warn them to keep away. 

With rare fatuity they returned next morning, and again 
had the misfortune to find a Confederate visitor, no less than 
an officer from the provost-marshal’s office, Captain 
McCubbin, a man whose friendship the politic Webster had 
diligently cultivated and entirely won. The interview was more 
pleasant than that of the previous day. McCubbin was a 
friendly soul and a good talker; it was not until he was leaving 
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that he inquired pleasantly whether they had reported 
themselves to the office of the provost-marshal. They had 
not—they had been examined by Major Beale at the Potomac, 
and their passports having been approved, they had not 
thought it necessary, they said. It was most necessary, 
McCubbin told them—but any time within a day or two would 
do. McCubbin left, and Webster urged them to see the 
provost-marshal, obtain his permit, and at once leave 
Richmond. 

They called next day at the office of General Winder, 
commander of the city of Richmond; his examination was a 
searching one, as was to be expected, but his manner pleasant 
and courteous; their story was thoroughly prepared, and they 
answered his questions readily; the General expressed himself 
entirely satisfied, shook hands with them, and wished them 
good day. Greatly pleased, they hastened to relieve Webster’s 
anxiety by telling him of their success, and to bid him good-
by. Hardly were they seated, when an officer—who had 
undoubtedly followed them from General Winder’s office—
called to question them regarding some trivial point in their 
examination. When the man had gone Webster struggled to a 
sitting posture. “Leave the city! Leave the city!” he cried. 
“The coming of that man means that you are certainly 
suspected!” 

They tried to reassure him, dwelling on their interview 
with Winder; but while they spoke, the door opened and one 
of the provost’s detectives entered, accompanied by Chase 
Morton, whose home in Washington had been searched by 
Lewis and Scully. They had dreamed of danger, they awoke—
and found their feet on the trap of the gallows; in that instant 
three men and a woman felt the rope about their necks. 

Scully completely lost his wits; without a word he rose 
and walked out of the open door; Lewis stolidly faced an 
introduction and joined in commonplaces of the talk, until 
presently he said good-by to Webster and left the room. 

In the hall he was joined by Scully, who had in a 
measure recovered his composure; as they were about to 
descend the stairs the Confederate detective stepped out of 
Webster’s room and quietly placed them under arrest; other 
detectives, by whom the house had been surrounded, closed 
about them and they were escorted to General Winder’s office. 
There young Morton with positiveness identified them as 
Federal Secret Service agents, and they were sent immediately 
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to Henrico Jail; for days they lay there, apparently forgotten; 
then Scully was taken away, and he did not return. 

Lewis, half crazed by the uncertainty of Scully’s fate, 
and his own ultimate fate, joined with his fellow-prisoners in a 
mad plan to break from the poorly guarded jail; most of them 
escaped into the country, where they wandered for several 
days, suffering horribly in the half-frozen swamps of the 
Chickahominy; in little groups they were recaptured—Lewis 
and three companions last of all—brought back to the city, 
placed in solitary confinement, and heavily ironed. Two days 
later Lewis was led to trial. 

Webster, not daring to make inquiries, knew absolutely 
nothing of his two friends from the time that the detectives had 
followed Lewis and Scully out of the room, until, days 
afterward, he read in a newspaper that they had been arrested 
and were accused of being Federal spies; then came an order 
from the provost-marshal, demanding the letter which had 
been brought to him by the men. Scully was the first to be 
placed on trial, and Webster was called on to testify; but 
Webster was too ill to be moved, and the court adjourned to 
his bedside to take his evidence. He had known the men 
slightly since April, 1861, in Baltimore, he testified; there they 
were regarded as earnest secessionists; he knew nothing of 
their being connected with the United States government in 
any way, knew nothing further than that they had 
unexpectedly appeared in Richmond with the letter; that was 
all. When the members of the court had gone, Webster fainted. 

The positive identification of the two prisoners by 
members of the Morton family convicted them; Webster, a 
few days later, read that his friends had been sentenced to be 
hanged within one week from the passing of sentence. His 
own position had been compromised, and some of his friends 
began to fall away; but no charge was made against him, and it 
seemed that he was to escape. 

After sentence was passed, Lewis and Scully were 
confined in Castle Godwin, in separate cells; they had not seen 
each other since they had been parted in Henrico Jail; and 
Scully, feigning serious illness, pleaded to be allowed to see 
his comrade. Lewis was brought to him. The condemned men 
were left alone, and presently Scully, with some hesitation, 
said that he had sent for a priest, that, as a Catholic, he must 
confess and receive absolution before he died. Lewis took 
instant alarm. Would Webster’s name have to be mentioned, 
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he asked. Scully did not know; he grew sullen and was greatly 
disturbed. 

Pryce Lewis pleaded with him. “Do not speak of 
Webster, John!”, he begged. 

“I tell you I do not know what I will have to say,” Scully 
answered, irritably. And while they still argued, the priest 
came and Scully followed him away. Lewis was not taken 
back to his own cell for several hours. As at last he was being 
hurried through the halls Lewis passed detectives bringing in 
two prisoners—a man and a woman. In the dim light of the 
lanterns, with their shifting shadows, he could not be sure—
could only be afraid; was it Webster and Hattie Lewis? What 
had Scully done? 

Allan Pinkerton—”Major Allen”—with the Army of the 
Potomac, was before Yorktown on the Peninsula; in the midst 
of a hard campaign he scarcely for an hour forgot his missing 
men, but all his inquiries failed, until in a captured Richmond 
paper he read that the Yankee spies, Scully and Lewis, were 
sentenced to be hanged. Then, before he could make a move in 
their behalf, came the more bitter news that they were respited 
for having implicated the chief spy of them all—Timothy 
Webster. Immediately Mr. Pinkerton, accompanied by Colonel 
Key of General McClellan’s staff, hurried to Washington. 

Mr. Lincoln was readily seen, and he, too, filled with sympathy 
for the unfortunate man, promised to call a special session of the 
Cabinet to consider the case that evening… In the evening the 
Cabinet was convened, and after a full discussion of the matter it was 
decided that the only thing that could be done was to authorize the 
Secretary of War to communicate with the rebel authorities on the 
subject. He was directed to authorize General Wool to send by flag-
of-truce boat, or by telegraph, a message to Jefferson Davis, 
representing that the course pursued by the Federal government 
toward rebel spies had heretofore been lenient and forbearing; that in 
many cases such persons had been released after a short confinement, 
and that in no instance had any one so charged been tried for his life 
or sentenced to death. The message concluded with the decided 
intimation that if the Confederate government proceeded to carry 
their sentence of death into execution, the Federal government would 
initiate a system of retaliation which would amply revenge the death 
of the men now held. 

Secretary Stanton expressed in strong terms his willingness to 
assist Webster to the extent of the resources of the government, but 
he was but little disposed to assist the others, who had betrayed their 
companion to save their own lives. 
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Let this terrible story be brought swiftly to its more 
terrible end. 

The trial of Timothy Webster, civilian spy, was 
immediately begun by a civil court; the man was still so sick 
that he could not be moved, and his trial was at first held in the 
prison. From the beginning there was no hope, and he had 
none; yet instead of sinking he struggled up, grew physically 
stronger, until able to take his place at the bar. His bearing 
made a wonderful impression upon all; he became magnificent 
in his calm dignity and his quiet, simple fearlessness. He was 
what he was, and had done that which he had done, for a 
mighty principle, and now he was given strength greater than 
his own to bear him up until the end. 

So different from the swift, decisive—thereby more 
merciful—Court-Martial, this trial “by process of law” 
dragged its weary length for three weeks; witness after witness 
was examined; Lewis and Scully on the stand faced their 
comrade, and by their testimony—wrung from them and given 
in anguish—he was hanged. And, though he had able lawyers 
who fought an able fight for him, and though the Federal 
government convened a special session of its Cabinet and 
threatened bitter reprisals, and though the woman who loved 
him—Hattie Lewis—besought the wife of the President of the 
Confederacy to intercede for him, yet Timothy Webster, spy, 
was justly convicted and justly hanged. 

On April 29th, 1862, surrounded by a great concourse of 
soldiers and citizens at Camp Lee—the old Fair Grounds of 
Richmond—the first spy of the Rebellion was hanged. 

“…The knot came undone… and they carried him back 
upon the scaffold; as he stood swaying on the trap for the 
second time, he cried, from under the black hood, ‘I suffer a 
double death!’” 

Hattie Lewis was imprisoned for a year, Lewis and 
Scully for twenty-two months, and were then set free. 

 
 

THE END 




